
Knotting the Banner: Ritual and 
Relationship in Daoist Practice (New Daoist 

Studies)
 Novel

 David J. Mozina

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/ARxbd/Knotting-the-Banner-Ritual-and-Relationship-in-Daoist-Practice-New-Daoist-Studies


In the hills of China’s central Hunan province, an anxious young apprentice officiates over a
Daoist ritual known as the Banner Rite to Summon Sire Yin. Before a crowd of masters, relatives,
and villagers—and the entire pantheon of gods and deceased masters ritually invited to witness
the event—he seeks to summon Celestial Lord Yin Jiao, the ferocious deity who supplies the
exorcistic power to protect and heal bodies and spaces from illness and misfortune. If the
apprentice cannot bring forth the deity, the rite is considered a failure and the ordination
suspended: His entire professional career hangs in the balance before it even begins.This richly
textured study asks how the Banner Rite works or fails to work in its own terms. How do the
cosmological, theological, and anthropological assumptions ensconced in the ritual itself
account for its own efficacy or inefficacy? Weaving together ethnography, textual analysis,
photography, and film, David J. Mozina invites readers into the religious world of ritual masters in
today’s south China. He shows that the efficacy of rituals like the Banner Rite is driven by the
ability of a ritual master to form an intimate relationship with exorcistic deities like Yin Jiao, which
is far from guaranteed. Mozina reveals the ways in which such ritual claims are rooted in the
great liturgical movements of the Song and Yuan dynasties (960–1368) and how they are
performed these days amid the social and economic pressures of rural life in the post-Mao
era.Written for students and scholars of Daoism and Chinese religion, Knotting the Banner will
also appeal to anthropologists and comparative religionists, especially those working on ritual.

Knotting the Banner is a major contribution to the study of Daoist ritual, focused on the notion of
relationships: between human and divine beings, masters and disciples, and among the people
of communities that rely on the services of Daoist priests for dealing with problems related to the
otherworld. In this way, it breaks new ground and will be deeply appreciated by anybody
interested in the study of Daoism as a ritual tradition. -- Poul Andersen, University of Hawai‘i at
MānoaThis book is not intended for those whose certainties are settled, nor for those who see
things from afar and from above. Marrying rigor and honesty, historical anthropology and
meticulous ethnology, David Mozina examines the ordination of a young apprentice hoping to
enter a lineage of ritual masters in the neglected region of central Hunan. His attention to that
moment allows us to see the recent and distant history of this lineage, which maintains a dual
Daoist-Buddhist tradition that both worships the Daoist martial deity Yin Jiao and practices a
Buddhist exorcistic tradition claiming to originate in the Song-dynasty monk Pu’an. With
precision, Mozina analyzes the Banner Rite, a crucial moment in the ordination ceremony. He
shows how much this particular ritual and the liturgical traditions on which it draws reflect the
idea that ritual is about communication between initiates and deities and the establishment of a
constantly renewed contract binding men and gods. Mozina’s book is intended for all those,



specialists or not, who wish to understand what ‘religion’ and ‘religious practice’ mean in China.
-- Alain Arrault, École française d’Extrême-Orient; École des hautes études en sciences
sociales, ParisThis is a first-hand report on Daoism in contemporary China based on fieldwork in
the nearly unknown Anhua district of Hunan province. In spite of the torments Chinese religious
specialists suffered during the twentieth century, they survive and continue a long liturgical
tradition flowing from the religious movements of the eleventh through fourteenth centuries. Their
story is told through an exploration of the Banner Rite, one of the most mysterious rituals in the
entire repertoire of these Daoists. This wonderful book, full of data about religion and society, is
a major contribution and should attract new researchers to the burgeoning field of Hunan Daoist
studies. -- Patrice Fava, École française d’Extrême-Orient; Renmin University, BeijingThe
emerging field of Daoist ritual is essential to our understanding of Chinese culture and society,
but much of the work being done is technical and not easily accessed by non-specialists. David
Mozina’s highly readable and engaging book is a breakthrough. He explains the fundamental
logic of Daoist ritual and the worldview it stages in a way that both makes immediate sense and
does full justice to the complexity of historical developments, regional variations, and diversity of
ritual traditions. He starts from a detailed, exemplary ethnography, focusing on one young
priest’s ordination ritual in central Hunan, then he explains how this ritual ‘works’ based on his
thorough command of the deep textual heritage it draws on. His book’s fundamental insights will
nurture scholarship for many years to come. -- Vincent Goossaert, École Pratique des Hautes
Études (EPHE, PSL), ParisBased on original fieldwork and wide reading in the field, Knotting the
Banner adds richly not only to our understanding of the unique form of Daoism still thriving in
Central Hunan today, but to the entire fashi tradition that rose to prominence in the Song-Yuan.
Canonical sources are put to excellent use by the author in explaining the liturgical work of
married Hunan Daoists, and his fieldwork furnishes insight into the centrality of their liturgical
lineages. By conjugating fieldwork and historical analysis, this book makes a major contribution
to our understanding of modern ritual traditions, especially in South China. -- John Lagerwey,
Chinese University of Hong Kong --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the
AuthorDavid J. Mozina studies contemporary Daoist and Buddhist ritual in central Hunan, and
the roots of that ritual in Song, Yuan. He also studies late imperial ritual traditions. --This text
refers to the hardcover edition.
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Series Editors’ PrefaceDavid Mozina’s Knotting the Banner is the first book in the New Daoist
Studies series to focus on modern Daoist practice. We are extremely excited to introduce it,



along with its accompanying website, to the scholarly public.Knotting the Banner is a tightly
focused piece of scholarship. It explores in detail the initial ordination ritual performed by the
Hunan Daoist Chen Diwen and the importance of his personal relationship with the primary
exorcistic deity of his lineage, Yin Jiao. It carefully traces the roots of Chen Diwen’s lineage
through several centuries of both Daoist and Buddhist practice in Hunan and clarifies the
foundational images of Yin Jiao from Song–Yuan liturgical and hagiographic sources that inform
the ordination ritual.Such a description, however, does not do justice to Mozina’s work. Its
significance for the field of ritual studies—and religious studies more generally—goes far
beyond its undeniable contribution to the study of Chinese religions. Precisely because Mozina’s
book focuses on one lineage and a single ritual conducted by that lineage, it offers an
unprecedented look at the living Daoist tradition, its historical antecedents, and, most
importantly, what that tradition might have to teach us about the phenomenology of ritual beyond
what we have learned from more fully studied religions.Mozina was among the group of young
scholars interested in Daoist ritual that went to central Hunan in the 2000s in the wake of Patrice
Fava’s pioneering discoveries there. He was one of the few who stayed on, earning the trust of
local priests, painstakingly observing rituals (and making video recordings), gathering
documents (including manuscripts that priests show only to trusted outsiders), and amassing
oral-historical material of considerable depth and breadth. In the highly charged environment of
religion in China, this was in itself a remarkable achievement: Few non-Chinese scholars have
the stamina and skill to engage with and persevere in such work. In presenting his findings,
Mozina is further attentive to not only the placement of this tradition in Daoist history but also
how its ritual practice might add perspectives hitherto unnoticed in the field of ritual studies more
generally.In the words of Vincent Goossaert, research professor of Daoism and Chinese
religions at the École Pratique des Hautes Études, whose work will be appearing in our series
soon: “Nowhere else I have read an account of a Daoist ritual tradition that balances so
convincingly the social and local contexts of the performance, the history and textual basis of the
liturgy, and its meaning for participants, notably the priest himself. This allows Mozina to
elaborate a ‘Daoist theory of ritual’ that is not abstract and disembodied but allows us to
comprehend clearly the understanding of humanity and divinity that compels Daoists to perform
as they do.”This persuasive theoretical construct arises from Mozina’s close attention to the
writings and words of his Daoist informants. We fully expect Knotting the Banner to set a new
standard for the collection and presentation of ethnographic material. But it also adds a new
dimension—a distinctive understanding of “ritual efficacy”—to theoretical discussions of ritual.
We look forward to the discussions it will elicit and the future work, by Mozina and others, that
will follow in its wake.

AcknowledgmentsThis book is about living Chinese religion. It focuses on only one ritual and
asks a simple question: how does the ritual work? It finds a not-so-simple answer: human
masters and gods talk to each other in a peculiar ritual idiom. The book investigates that idiom



and considers the interlocutors, both human and divine, who use the idiom to speak. The ritual is
concerned with the relationships that have shaped each interlocutor and the possibility of a new
relationship between them. I wanted to write about this dynamic in a way that takes gods as
seriously as this ritual designed to interact with them, and honors the faith commitments of
many, but not all, of the masters trained in that ritual techné.The book emerged from extensive
fieldwork between 2004 and 2018 in a remote corner of north-central Hunan province. Like the
ritual, fieldwork only works if it is predicated on relationships of trust. The trust of the lineage of
masters introduced in this book was earned over several years, but it began serendipitously.
When I first showed up unexpectedly in December 2003, Jiang Yucheng seemed more
fascinated by this strange foreigner than I was by him and his rituals. Slowly at first, he and I
formed an enduring friendship I will cherish until the end of my days. He allowed me into his
esoteric world filled with exorcisms for the living and funerals for the dead. Jiang Shenzhi
granted me full access to the lineage’s large cache of manuscripts, many hand-copied by him. I
deeply regret that he did not live to see this publication. The next time I bow to his ancestral
photograph and tablet, I will burn a copy of the book to send it to the celestial office in which he
is now employed. While I was living among the lineage, sometimes months at a time, Jiang
Yeshi, Li Yezhen, Jiang Yeqian, Jiang Yuxian, Li Yuzhang, Cao Yewu, Jiang Yuxiang, and Li Yehe
endured hours and hours of silly questions and, sometimes, deep debate spurred by them. The
budding master at the center of this book, Chen Diwen, graciously agreed to play a starring role,
and put up with incessant inquiries over the years, even on WeChat until the very end of
editing.My hope is that readers will feel something of the living ritual explored in these pages.
Like opera, ritual is nearly impossible to write about without crushing its vibrancy. The book
weaves into the text still and moving images designed to help the reader experience something
of the ritual’s sights and sounds, which, hopefully, will help the reader feel something of what is
at stake for its participants. This attempt to marry text and image would have been far less
feasible without the stellar photography of Doug Kanter. It is testimony to his aesthetic eye that
he managed to capture the essence of the ritual in the cover art, and so much of the lived life of
these masters in his other images. It will be apparent which photographs are his and which are
mine. I also wish to thank photographer Nick Otto for two of his photographs. I look forward to
working more with him in the future. The videos were shot by me. All images are presented on a
website designed by Michael Burke, whose heroic work on the project continued even after he
graduated from Boston College.Like the protagonists in the ritual, I am enmeshed in several
formative relationships that have shaped me and this project. The whole thing began right after
passing my comprehensive exams, when I confessed to my graduate mentor at Harvard,
Michael Puett, that I had no feel for early Chinese religion. With characteristic enthusiasm, he
suggested I try to find a project on living religion. Like a pilgrim, I got on a plane and spent an
afternoon with John Lagerwey in his Paris apartment. He promptly put me in contact with Patrice
Fava and Alain Arrault, who had just won a Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation grant to study the
local religious statuary in Hunan. Patrice had been the first to collect the amazing statuary and



go to Hunan to do ethnographic work to contextualize it, and the entire Bureau de Beijing de
l’École française d’Extrême-Orient, headed at the time by Alain, was reoriented toward the
project. I will forever be thankful that they allowed a green graduate student to tag along on those
first research trips to Hunan. The stunning photography featured in Patrice’s own book, Aux
portes du ciel, served as a model for how to introduce local religion to those who have never
witnessed it. Alain put me touch with a local scholar he had discovered, Zhang Shihong, who
had heard of Jiang Shenzhi and took me to a jiao his lineage was performing. One web of
relationships led to another.The problem with studying ritual is figuring out what it means. My
general orientation to ritual and religion has been thoroughly shaped by my teachers at Harvard:
John B. Carman, Kimberley Patton, and Lawrence Sullivan. Discerning readers will detect
Kimberley’s imprint on nearly every page of this book. They, and Michael Puett too, made me
see that religious traditions have their own theories of ritual no less sophisticated than those
from the modern west. With that in mind, I went off to the University of Hawai‘i to learn from Poul
Andersen about Daoist ritual theory. I tried to emulate his way of reading simultaneously on the
sentence level, the social level, and the cosmic level—a skill I believe crucial for reading any
ritual.Another web of intellectual relationships went into writing this book. Conversations over the
years with Stephen Bokenkamp, Terry Kleeman, Gil Raz, Josh Capitanio, James Robson, Hsieh
Shu-wei, Vincent Goossaert, Ken Dean, Elena Valussi, Lee Fong-mao, Philip Clart, Michael
Como, Michael Stanley-Baker, Paul Katz, Hsieh Tsung-hui, Aaron Reich, and Kristofer Schipper
have influenced me more than they probably knew at the time. I have been thinking with my dear
confidant Mark Meulenbeld, a fellow explorer of local religion in Hunan, since the
beginning.Institutional relationships contributed to this book, too. The Department of Religious
Studies of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte provided an uncommonly stimulating
environment in which to think about modern western theories of ritual anew. Joseph Winters,
Kent Brintnall, and Ann Burlein taught me how to really read western theory, which turns out to
be much like reading texts in literary Chinese. During my time in the Theology Department of
Boston College, I realized that Chinese ritual masters, both present and past, operate very
similarly to theologians in other traditions. I thank my colleagues in the Comparative Theology
area and the cohort of innovative doctoral students who provided such fantastic colloquium
discussions, as well as a critical mass of bright undergraduates interested in Chinese
humanities, several of whom from China, who made my teaching days more edifying for me than
for them.A number of grants made my research possible. Early fieldwork was funded by a Social
Science Research Council International Dissertation Research Fellowship, several Foreign
Language and Area Studies Academic Year Fellowships, and a Harvard Divinity School Dean’s
Dissertation Fellowship. Later fieldwork was funded by a Chiang Ching-kuo Foundation Junior
Scholar Fellowship, a Faculty Research Grant from the University of North Carolina at Charlotte,
and a Junior Faculty Fellowship from Boston College. Several substantive conversations during
a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Seminar titled “An Introduction to Daoist
Literature and History,” organized by Terry Kleeman and Stephen Bokenkamp at the University



of Colorado Boulder, found their way into this book, especially those with Chang Ch’ao-jan,
Maruyama Hiroshi, Mark Csikszentmihalyi, and Jason Protass. I am grateful for these
opportunities.It takes yet another set of relationships to bring a book into being. Eleanor
Goodman read the entire manuscript with her poet’s eyes. I am grateful to the teams at the
University of Hawai‘i Press and the Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, and especially to
editors Stephanie Chun and Grace Wen. Two anonymous reviewers offered encouragement and
invaluable feedback on the manuscript, Helen Glenn Court provided meticulous copyediting,
and Cynthia Col did the index. I am honored this book appears in the New Daoist Studies Series
edited by Lai Chi Tim and Stephen Bokenkamp.Other kinds of relationships went into producing
this book. Joan Wheelis and Dan Brown helped me place an intense project in a larger vision, as
did dear conversation partners Rachel Odo, Nathan Rein, Gretchen Skogerson, Qian Ying,
Ritika Prasad, Mo Yajun, Aurelia Campbell, Yonder Gillihan, Zhang Jinfei, Gao Ru, Jocelyn Flint,
Matthew Pottinger, Michael Garred, Greg Deegan, Ron Zucca, Jeffrey Franco, Bede Kotlinski,
and Mark Francioli. My family in Hangzhou—Zhang Jianxiong, Wang Cuilian, and Zhang Qi—
offered great food and cooking tips during visits and WeChat calls. The concern with material
culture in the book was inspired by my brother Michael’s insightful graduate work on Greek
archaeology. My parents, Kitty and Chuck, have given nothing but love and support to a son
whose fascination with religion took him away to the far places of the world.Last to acknowledge
is my relationship with Zhang Ling—intellectual partner, soulmate, lover, friend. Every thought,
every sentence bears the trace of our incredibly rich life together. Ling provided the book’s maps
and artwork. More important, she contributed to the book’s soul.

How to Use the Companion WebsiteAccess the book’s companion website (; username:
knottingthebanner; password: yinjiao) to view additional figures and videos (indicated in the
book by “web figure” and “web video”). The website also includes color versions of the figures in
the book.

PreludeIf one can’t perform the Banner Rite, one can’t perform any of the rites.—Master Jiang
Yucheng (b. 1973)Chen Diwen (   ) puffed on cigarettes one after the other as he sat on a stool
on the front porch of the modest two-story brick structure in which he lived with his grandparents
and wife.1 The house was perched on the side of a verdant hill above the tiny hamlet of Mount
Xiashan (   ), one of dozens of poor villages dotting the rugged hills west of Le’an township ( 
 ) in Anhua county (   ) in central Hunan province. He sat under the awning of the house,
protected from the steadily pouring rain. From time to time he stepped out onto the dirt path to
look further up the hill, peering between the raindrops at a bamboo flagpole that had been
erected in a terraced rice paddy, and particularly at the blue cloth banner that billowed from it. It
had been some time since he had finished performing the Daoist ritual in which he produced a
long talisman written on the three-by-eight-foot banner and then hoisted it onto the pole. He
craned to see whether the wind had tangled into knots the five pennant-like streamers cut into



the unattached end of the banner (see cover photo). He saw that it had not and that the long,
tapered shapes of the streamers continued to flicker almost like flames in the healthy breeze, as
they were when he first raised the banner. Chen returned to his stool on the porch and avoided
eye contact with the dozens of masters, relatives, and villagers who were attending his
ordination into the priesthood that day. Nervously, he continued smoking. The absence of knots
in the pennants meant that the deity he had summoned during the ritual had not yet heeded his
call.Chen Diwen felt anxious for good reason. His ordination into the priesthood hinged on the
deity’s response. For the last four years, Chen had trained with a local master who was a
member of the Daoist lineage that dominated the area. As an apprentice, Chen had assisted in
the various rites officiated by ordained priests in that lineage. Finally, after his master had agreed
he was ready to be ordained, Chen spent forty-nine straight days diligently memorizing and
practicing the complicated summoning ritual, making sure he could properly inscribe on the
banner the complex talisman the ritual is designed to produce. On that rainy day in February
2004, Chen Diwen performed the Banner Rite (to Summon) Sire Yin (Yingong fanfa     , the
Banner Rite) as the first ritual of his own ordination jiao.2 This performance was the first time he
had officiated over a ritual in public. If he happened to be unsuccessful and the deity failed to
descend from his celestial palace and use the wind to knot the summoning banner, the rest of
the three-day ordination jiao would likely be aborted and Chen would not be ordained at that
time.The masters in Chen Diwen’s lineage recognize a deity called Celestial Lord Yin Jiao (Yin
Jiao tianjun     ), also known as Thunder General Yin Jiao (Yin Jiao leijiang     ) or Prime
Marshal Yin Jiao (Yin Jiao yuanshuai     ), as the agent of their liturgical power. As in much of
south China, masters in the region around Le’an township serve their local communities as
liturgical specialists. Like many masters in Hunan, they consider themselves members of the
broad Zhengyi (  , Orthodox Unity) tradition. They marry, live in homes rather than in temples,
and often hold secular jobs in addition to minding their liturgical responsibilities. They are
regularly hired by members of the community to perform an array of ritual services, including
rites to thank the high gods for prosperity, funerary rites, and rites to protect bodies and
households from demons that cause illness, economic misfortune, and agricultural irregularity.
On occasion they are called on to heal bodies and households from demonic infiltration.
Technically speaking, it is not the masters who drive demons away; it is Celestial Lord Yin and a
host of other heavenly generals and their spirit armies who—under the master’s command
during ritual—disperse, pacify, or sometimes even destroy disruptive demons and sprites.The
Banner Rite is the ritual way masters in Chen Diwen’s lineage attempt to summon the powerful
Yin Jiao and submit him to their will. An ordinand cannot be ordained a Daoist priest if he is
unable to prove that he can properly perform the Banner Rite. A failed Banner Rite at ordination
would signal that the ordinand could not secure General Yin’s allegiance and thus could not
direct the deity’s exorcistic power to fulfill a ritual need. The young master’s liturgical
performances would lack efficacy, and no one in the community would spend their scant money
to hire him. Even if the ordinand practiced the Banner Rite another forty-nine days and tried



again, the pressure would be excruciating. A second failed attempt would certainly doom the
budding master’s reputation before his career even began. All these anxieties swirled in Chen
Diwen as he sat chain-smoking and waiting for Marshal Yin to reply.This book begins with Chen
Diwen’s palpable anxiety surrounding the Banner Rite. It asks why his performance of the ritual
was so intense. It is easy to see that the social condition surrounding the Banner Rite generated
much of his concern. The community that would furnish his livelihood was watching, in
inescapably empirical terms, whether he could muster enough divine power to merit hiring in the
future. His performance of the Banner Rite was a de facto job application, his very aspiration to
become a liturgical master was put to a public test.This book, though, asks why Chen Diwen
was so apprehensive from a different point of view. It asks whether anything in the liturgical
workings of the Banner Rite itself contributed to his unease. To pose the question this way is
really to ask how the Banner Rite works—or fails to work. How might the cosmological,
theological, and anthropological assumptions ensconced in Chen Diwen’s performance of the
liturgy be animated to produce an efficacious or inefficacious result? In other words, what was
going on within the world of the Banner Rite such that Chen might compel Yin Jiao to respond
favorably—or not? What within the world of the ritual led Chen to agonize? These questions are
different ways to frame a classic question in the phenomenology of religion: what is really going
on inside a religious moment such that it is experienced in a certain way?Answering the
question posed this way requires a journey deep inside the world of the Banner Rite. Such a
journey shows that Chen’s apprehension about his performance of the ritual was in large part
driven by concern for whether the ritual would accomplish its liturgical goal—successful
communication between officiant and deity. Communication here implies a relationship between
particular subjects. The Banner Rite is the ritual way that Chen Diwen the ordinand hoped to
forge a relationship with his lineage’s main martial deity, Yin Jiao, the supplier of his exorcistic
power. Using complicated incantations, visualizations, ritual gestures, and inscriptions, Chen
strove to convince Yin Jiao that the two should form an intimate bond. If successful, this bond
would last for the rest of Chen’s liturgical life. Whenever he would need exorcistic power, he
would call on Yin Jiao.But the relationship negotiated in the Banner Rite is far more complicated
than one-to-one correspondence. Chen Diwen was not simply a lone ordinand trying to invoke a
single deity in straightforward terms. Within the world of the Banner Rite, Chen operated within a
web of relationships with divine figures. He was presented as the student of a long, winding
lineage of deceased, deified masters who had ritually invoked Yin Jiao for as long as anyone
could remember. The lineage has inherited that ritual knowledge from practices dating to at least
the late twelfth or early thirteenth century. It is the prestige of the lineage and its maintenance of
arcane ritual knowledge that allowed Chen to even dare to approach a deity as fierce as Yin
Jiao. For his part, Yin Jiao also exists within a matrix of relationships. He is bound by ties of
obligation to his celestial superior, a stellar deity called the Emperor of the North (Beidi   ), and
to his master, a mysterious figure known as Shen the Realized One (Shen zhenren    ), a
patriarch of Chen’s lineage and the figure to whom Yin Jiao first swore allegiance.3 Within the



world of the Banner Rite, the ordinand Chen Diwen relied on ritual knowledge transmitted
through his lineage that taught him how to elicit a response from Yin Jiao by entering into the
thick web of divine relationships surrounding the god, and then relying on their authority to
communicate his intentions directly to Yin Jiao.The Banner RiteSince around 1990, when the
local government liberalized official policies on religious expression in Le’an township and its
environs, liturgical masters have been reviving ritual traditions suppressed by the Chinese
Communist Party for the previous thirty-five years. Locals have slowly raised money to rebuild
temples that were desecrated and looted by Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution (1966–
1976). Young men like Chen Diwen have once again chosen to be ordained and to make their
livings by serving the religious needs of their communities.While working with Chen’s lineage
since the mid-2000s, including living with its masters for stints sometimes several months long, I
have been struck by how much these masters ground their liturgical identity in their ability to
perform the Banner Rite. This single ritual is the touchstone that signals the beginning of every
ritual practitioner’s transition from an apprentice under tutelage of a master to a full-fledged
master capable of officiating over Daoist liturgies, exorcistic rites, and Buddhist funerals.4 As in
Chen Diwen’s case, the Banner Rite must successfully be performed by an ordinand on the first
day of his ordination jiao before the ordination can continue with confidence. An ordinand must
publicly show the pantheon of gods and deceased masters of the lineage and his local
community that he has mastered the Banner Rite, which is a display of the lineage’s most
guarded esoteric knowledge. That knowledge has been preserved and passed down the
generations in an amalgam of textual and oral forms. The masters of the lineage regard their
texts as their most precious heirlooms and make sure to copy them by hand every generation.
Their texts are so esteemed that during the Cultural Revolution, when all forms of religious
practice were harshly persecuted, the masters surrendered scriptures singing praises of high
gods to government officials who searched their residences for religious paraphernalia, but
risked arrest and even imprisonment to conceal their ritual texts, chief among them the manual
scripting the Banner Rite.The Banner Rite is a kind of ritual repository for the lineage’s most
precious secret teachings. It performs the esoteric instructions (mizhi   ) for wielding potent
exorcistic power for apotropaic or therapeutic ends.5 The masters of the lineage are very
concerned with whether a ritual and a ritual officiant are ling  or possess lingqi   —by which
they mean ritual efficaciousness driven by “divine power” or “divinely powerful qi.”6 In abstract
terms, a ritual works if it supplies divine power potent enough to rearrange or change the
movements of qi comprising the situation addressed by the ritual. A space or body clogged by
static or stale qi cannot be healthy and prosperous. A ritual such as the Banner Rite is designed
to prevent obstructions or unclog a space or body by bringing about an infusion of divine qi.
These masters imagine both numinous power and unhealthy obstructions of qi in terms of
subjects. Heavily armed, fierce martial deities literally embody divinely efficacious qi by warding
off, shooing away, or on rare occasions even destroying demons or sprites that cause disease
and misfortune. Chen Diwen and his masters have inherited from their long lineage a special



relationship with one of these martial deities—Celestial Lord Yin Jiao. We shall see that Yin Jiao
has sworn an oath to serve as martial functionary under the command of the masters of Chen’s
lineage. Yin Jiao and his spirit army, as well as other celestial generals and their heavenly forces
who march under Yin’s banner, are responsible for responding to the call of all masters
recognized by the lineage.
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